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04:50 

CD: Robert, thank you for coming out to day, we appreciate it. If we could start 
by- if you could say your name and spell it, that would be great so that when they 
do the transcriptions they can spell your name correctly. 


RR: Okay. Name is Robert B. Ruffato, R-U-F-F-A-T-O. 

CD: If you could introduce yourself and tell us where you're originally from. 

RR: I was born and raised around the Los Angeles area, Los Angeles, California. 
CD: When did you- why did you want to join the Navy? 


05:27 

RR: Well it was actually on the suggestion of two of my friends. They said that 
they were going to join the Navy, and I thought that sounds like a pretty good 

idea, and uh so we went down to the recruiting station and both of them failed 
the physical, I was the only one that was uh accepted in the Navy at that time, 
which was fine with me, I had just finished high school, so it worked out good, 
yes. 


05:55 
CD: How old were you, and what was the date? 


05:58 
RR: It was uh, I was 18 years old, it was May the 15, 1941. 


06:05 
CD: Could you tell us, CREW INTERRUPTION, (06:20) You were stationed to 
the Utah, correct? 


RR: Yes. 

CD: Could you tell us how you got stationed there, and what you did on board? 
06:28 

RR: I joined the Navy on May the 15, 1941, in San Diego, went through the 


training, completed my training, and then was assigned to the USS Utah, which 
was at that time was anchored in Long Beach. Well I inquired what the Utah was. 


They said it was a good duty, you operate with the fleet for six months, then you 
go back to Bremerton for six months, and you get 12 months sea pay, which 
made quite a difference in those days. So we got in a bus and went up to Long 
Beach, and we pulled up out on the dock over there, and the bus driver says, 
“Well swabbies, there's your ship out there.” I looked out there and I says, “Well 
where's it's guns?” He said, “Oh, it doesn't have any guns.” They said, “What do 
you mean it doesn't have any guns,” he says, “It's a target ship.” (07:22) I says, 
“A what?” He says, “A target ship.” I say, “Oh you mean we pull targets?” He 
says, “You are the target.” I says, “You're kidding.” “No, I'm not kidding.” So 
what we would do, we'd operate with the fleet, this was September when I went 
to Pearl Harbor, '41, when we left Long Beach, and uh we'd go out with the fleet, 
and we'd put wooden planks all over the top of the ship, all over the deck, and 
against the super structure, (07:50), and we had some five-inch .35 anti-aircraft 
guns, like we did have those guns, and they put these metal dog houses to cover 
them up, and she was controlled by another ship, so everybody aboard, including 
the skipper, would go down to the third deck, and as they maneuvered the ship 
around, these B-17s would drop these 500 pound, bombs filled with water, and 
they weighed about 500 pounds, they'd drop those bombs on us, and the torpedo 
planes would come and shoot torpedoes at us, and the dive bombers would come 
along, and they'd dive and drop bombs on us, so that was our duty at that time 
operating with the fleet. (08:35) We'd go out there on Fridays, and come back on 
Mon- er... We'd go out with them on Mondays and come back on Fridays, just 
regular routine. 


08:43 
CD: What was, personally, your rank, title and specific job? 


RR: Seaman Second Class, and my job was to put the planks, help put the planks 
around the ship, and stuff like that, and then I got put on mess cooking, which 
you usually did when you're first new members of the crew, so that's what I was 
doing December 7, we fin- uh family style, we just go through finished feeding... 


CD: I'm gonna stop you there, I don't want to get to the seventh quite yet. 
RR: Okay, alright. 


09:20 

Crew Adjusts Microphone 

09:30 

CD: When you got to Hawaii, how was it when you were there? Did you like it? 
Did you like being stationed there? 


09:39 

RR: Oh it was beautiful. I mean it was everybody's dream was to go to Hawaii. 
When we got within I'd say 30 miles or so of it they turned on the speaker aboard 
ship, and we could hear Hawaiian music, and watch the porpoise jumping in the 
water, and the bow of the ship, it was just great, just paradise, you know. 


10:00 
CD: What did you do on shore leave when you were there? 


RR: Well, you'd go around and you'd start looking maybe for a girl, but they at 
that time there was about 1000 servicemen to one girl at that time, so it wasn't 
very good hunting grounds. So you'd just go ashore, and you'd go down to 
Waikiki and do some body surfing, and stuff like that. It was very enjoyable, you 
know. 


10:28 
CD: Were you aware that the Japanese had it in for the United States? 


10:32 

RR: Oh yeah, it was in the-the...Examiner and the Herald would come out ina 
big spread, war clouds in the Pacific, and so everybody figured, well if there's 
going to be a war they would probably attack the Philippines. So we had our fleet 
ready in case they did, we could go in there and oppose them. (10:52) Not 
thinking for a minute that they'd attack Pearl Harbor. 


CD: Do you remember what you did on the evening or day of December 6? 


11:03 

RR: Uh, like I say on that-that...particular day was a Saturday, and I stayed on 
board ship that day and just relaxed a little bit, yeah. Then I figured, well Sunday 
morning after we fed the crew we'd go over to Waikiki beach and spend the day 
over there. 


11:22 
CD: What happened Sunday morning? Could you walk me through your day? 


RR: Well we had just finished feeding the crew, and we're up in the second deck, 
and uh we heard some explosions going on, and we thought, well, that's kind of 
odd, why is the Army practicing with their shore guns, which they usually did 
during the week but never on Sunday. (11:44) And about that time a dive 
bomber dropped a bomb on the Naval Air Station there on Ford Island, and I 
looked out the port hole, and about the time I looked out of the port hole he was 
pulling out of his dive, and I could see that red ball on his wing there, and we 
knew right then we were in war with Japan. (12:04) And about that time we got 
hit with two torpedoes, and you could feel the torpedoes hitting the ship. The 
whole ship just kind of lurched up like that. And uh, so, they sounded what they 
called bombing quarters. We didn't have general quarters like the regular ships 
did, man the guns and that stuff, everybody went to the third deck on bombing 
quarters, so that's where everybody went. But in the meantime,down in the 
engine room, where the torpedoes hit, the fellows were coming out of - the 
fellows that were still alive were coming out of the engine room, and uh the chief 
water tender, he stayed down there, and they had steam on the boilers and 
everything, and he was afraid that when the water came in and hit that hot 
boilers they would explode, so he stayed down there to get the steam turned 


down. (13:00) In the meantime he ran everybody out of the room and they came 
up on the third deck. So uh, the fellows on the third deck were coming out of the 
engine room, the fellows on the main deck were coming down to the second deck 
because they were getting machine gunned, so everybody was meeting on the 
second deck in a mad confusion. And in the meantime Chief Water Tender 
Tomich, he stayed below too long, and he went down with the ship, and he was 
awarded the medal of honor for sacrificing his life. So we went up on the main 
deck, and like I say, after they dropped the bombs, then they went around Ford 
Island machine gunning everybody aboard ships or in the water until they ran 
out of ammunition, then they go back to their carriers. (13:46) So we figured, 
my buddy and I, Glen (Shefrew?), we'd go underneath the superstructure and get 
out of the way of machine gun bullets. So we did, we stayed there until the 
furniture started sliding across the deck when the ship started capsizing. So 
when the lines broke up in front we knew the ship was going over, so we walked 
back amongst the hail of bullets and stuff like that and dove in the water off the 
stern into the water. And we had about 50 yard to swim to the beach. But in the 
meantime they were still machine gunning us in the water. Well we lost five men 
who could not swim, like we could who know how to swim, and they were killed 
right there in the water. (14:35) But I would go down there, I'd dive down there, 
which was about twenty feet at that particular place, and hang on to the coral, 
and you could hear the bullets hitting the water above your head, and I didn't 
realize at the time, but bullets are hot, when they come out of the gun they're 
hot, and you could hear them sizzle as they uh sank in the water. Then you'd 
come up and get a fresh of air, and wait around and look for the next airplane to 
come around, then you'd dive under the water and hang on to the coral. (15:04) 
So that went on till they ran out of ammunition, then they left. In the mean time 
the ship was tied up to this quay, which was just a small dock there, uh they had 
a motor launch there, so I figured well I'd go over to that motor launch and pick 
out some of these guys that were still alive in the water. But the engine from the 
motor launch was up aboard ship being repaired. So the next thing my buddy 
and I did, we threw out I guess about 20 life jackets out to those in the water 
who could not swim, which was quite surprising being in the Navy and not being 
able to swim. (15:43) So the first few we tore up, they just tore them apart in 
sheer panic. So we don't know how many we saved, but anyway after they 
stopped machine gunning we swam ashore, which was about 50 yards. 
Fortunately there was a ditch being dug there for a new water line, some kind of 
a line, it was about three feet deep and two feet wide, so it made you a good 
trench, so we all jumped in that trench until they quit machine gunning. (16:16) 
So then we were picked up by a truck and taken down to the non-commissioned 
officers quarters, which was about a three or four story building that they were 
rounding up all these guys that were wounded and whatnot and brought them to 
that building. So being not wounded or anything - well first of all this woman 
came out to me, these officers wives, of course there was still all explosions 
going on, they were all the way in the Detroit, the two crews were stand- tied up 
by us, they were firing their three-inch guns, so it was just mass confusion. Every 
time they'd fire a gun, we'd lay down on the deck and cover up my head. But 
then I hadn't looked around and seen these women walking around and taking 
care of the wounded. All the sailors are crouching on the deck, and they're 


walking around, heh well this isn't right, you know. (17:13) So I got up and 
started handing out a few cigarettes, and this lady says, “Well why don't you go 
in the bathroom there and take off those wet clothes.” They were full of sand and 
stuff like that, and oil. So she gave me a blanket and I went in there, and she 
says, “Well why don't you go up to my husband's state room, he's not too much 
bigger than you are, and put on some of his khaki clothes,” because all I had on 
was a blanket, so I did. So I came down, and the chief says, “All you fellows are 
not wounded. Come on outside, we're going to give you a rifle and you're gonna 
shoot at these planes as they flew by,” which we did, okay. (17:54) I'm a twenty- 
year-old kid, eighteen-year-old kid shooting an airplane going by about 300 miles 
an hour with a rifle, didn't make too much sense to me. So they wanted a 
volunteer to get in a pickup truck and go to this building on the other end of Ford 
Island, which was where the airport was, and pick up medical supplies for the 
wounded. Well that made a lot more sense to me than standing out there in the 
open shooting at an airplane with a rifle, so I said, “I'll do it.” Unfortunately as 
they started across the field these two planes came in, and I look out here, and 
some of the Japanese aircraft had stationary landing gears, and these two planes 
had their gears down, so I figured well it's just a couple of our planes coming in 
for a landing. 


18:42 
CD: Robert if I could have you stop, there's a siren outside... 
You were talking about the two Japanese airplanes. 


18:55 

RR: Yes. And I didn't realize they were Japanese, and I looked up and I figured 
well I better get out of their way, and then I wondered, well why are they turning 
their headlights on. But they weren't turning their headlights on, they were 
actually machine gunning my truck, so I look, the truck started vibrating, I 
looked in the back of the truck there was this fire extinguisher, and it was just d- 
doing a dance with these bullets were hitting the fire extinguisher. So I figured 
well I'd better get out of sight, so I stepped on it, and by the time I got to the 
edge of the airfield the uh rear wheels and tires and everything were blown right 
off the truck. I was very fortunate of the fact that these old trucks, they used to 
have the gasoline tanks under the front seat, I mean if they had hit that gas tank 
I wouldn't be hear talking to you about it. So I hitchhiked right down to the 
pharmacy down there and picked up the medical supplies, and the meantime 
they said it's going to be about 15 minutes, because everybody's asking for 
medical supplies, we'll fix you a package, so maybe you can go in the dispensary 
and help some of the wounded there, which I did. (20:07) But they had so many 
wounded that they didn't have enough beds for them, so they used mess tables 
for beds. And so uh I asked this nurse if there was anything I could do, and she 
says, “Maybe you could hand out some cigarettes.” So I went over to this one 
fellow who was on the mess table, and he just had a sheet over him, but he 
looked like a kid about 18, 19 years old, but evidently he was in a flash fire, just 
an explosion, because with the sheet over him you could see the blood oozing out 
from his body, and it just outlined his body. (20:44) And I was going to offer him 
a cigarette, and I noticed his lips were all swollen and everything, and he kept 


trying to tell me something. And I came down close to him, and of course by that 
time his hair was all burned off of him, and the white of his eyes were red from 
the explosion, and I put my ears down close to him and he said two words: he 
says why and how, and he died right there. That was the bad part. (21:17) Sol 
got this medical supplies and took them back, of course I didn't have a way to get 
back t-to take the supplies back to the other end of the air field. So I seen this 
pickup truck with the keys in it. So I got in this pickup truck, and backed it out, 
and started down the road, and heard all this hollering and everything, and I 
looked back in the rearview mirror and there's these four corp-men running 
down there with, “Come back with our truck! Come back with our truck!” I said, 
“Adios,” (salutes) (21:44) I figured those people needed those supplies more 
than they needed their truck. So anyway then after that the second wave came 
over, more bombing, and then after they left, then they started rounding us all 
up. We were wandering around with no ship, no home, no nothing, we lost 
everything, and they took us over then to the uh off the Ford Island over to the 
mainland there, and uh they gave us some dungarees and cigarettes. So I still 
had these khakis on, so the chief came up to me, and he looked down and he 
says, “Who in the hell are you supposed to be?” Excuse my language, but he said, 
“Who in the hell are you supposed to be? Who are you?” And I says, “I'm Seaman 
Second Class Ruffato.” He says, “What are you doing in those officer's khakis?” 
And I says, “Well, the only thing I had to put on.” (22:43) And he says, “Get in 
the truck, we're gonna get you over there and put you in dungarees where you 
belong.” Heh heh. I thought the whole world is coming apart, and this guy's 
chewing my butt out for not being in uniform, for criminies sake. So anyway that 
uh night we had no place to stay, and what they did to identify, they had no way 
of knowing who was dead and who was alive. So they set up this desk all around 
this, I guess it was some kind of great big room, I don't know what it was a 
basketball court or what it was, but it was a huge room and uh they'd have a 
fellow there with a pen and paper, and behind him on the bulkhead they'd have 
each ship that was in the harbor, and you'd just go and find out well this is for 
the Utah, so you'd go in there, and they'd ask you who your name was, (23:40) 
and they'd make a record of that. It's the only way they knew who was alive and 
who was dead. So it then start getting dark, and they said uh, my buddy Glen 
Schaeffer, he was still with me, to go out and patrol tonight in the bay, because 
we don't know whether the Japanese are coming back or not. So we're going to 
put you in the motor launch. 


24:12 INTERRUPTION FOR MOTORCYCLES 
24:20 
CD: So you were put in the motor locks that evening? 


RR: That evening, a couple of eighteen year old kids, we had rifles with us, so we 
were ready to take on the whole Japanese army, you know if they landed, and so 
we Stayed out there, and we patrolled around most of the night until about dawn 
the PBYs start taking off. We almost got run over by a PBY, and I told Glen, “It's 
time for us to get out of here.” So we gave up then, and we go back to the 
barracks, and uh it was still early in the morning so they said you'd better go 
aboard the ship and get some rest, and it was the repair ship Argonne. So later 


on that night, before we got into the uh 


25:13 interruption for siren 


25:43 

RR: That night I guess it was about eight o'clock, it was either three or five of 
our planes flew in from the carrier Enterprise, which she was on her way back to 
Pearl, but they didn't have the right recognition lights on, so every ship in the 
harbor opened up and shot 'em down, five of our own airplanes. So then of 
course when the ships started firing we thought the Japs were coming back, you 
know so that's got everybody awake again. So then the next day this chief came 
up to us and he says, “We want two volunteers to go on a burial party.” And I 
asked Glen, “You want to go on a burial party?” He says, “No I don't want to go 
on a burial party.” I says, “We don't want to go on a buriall party,” he says, “Well 
we need two volunteers, you and you.” And that was it. (26:34) We went ona 
burial party, you know. And so what they did, they had a little dock there at 
(Aeio?) landing, and see when a person is killed in the water his body submerges. 
Then after a few hours it gets buoyancy and it comes up to the surface. So we 
had hundreds of bodies floating around in battleship row, and off the Utah, and in 
the bay, so what they go out with grappling hooks and pull them over to this 
dock. And then they- it was a low dock, so they take them out of the water and 
put them on the dock, and they, first they were trying to identify them by their 
names on their shorts, because you had your name stenciled on your shorts and 
your tee-shirt. Then they realized well somebody else might have somebody 
else's shorts or tee-shirts, which you did, you know. (27:30) So then they got a 
dentist down there, and they had a corp-man cut down their cheek like this, and 
the dentist would take down their, all their teeth and everything, make a plan of 
their teeth, so that's how they identified them. And uh then they'd put them ina 
mattress cover. Before they did that, they would put a tag around their toe and 
put a number on it, and that's the only way they could tell who they were, you 
know. They didn't know who they were at that time. (27:59) But the real 
disturbing part about it, me being an eighteen year old kid and never seeing a 
dead person again - before, and they had this one coffin, so you've got to realize 
they might have had several mortuaries around there, but they certainly didn't 
have enough coffins for hundreds of guys, people were killed. So they started 
making these coffins out of any lumber they could get. In fact they opened up all 
the lumber companies on the island at that time started just to make coffins. 
(28:30) But they had this one coffin with a big written in red across the side of 
it, it said Body Parts Only. So if you got a hold of a body part you put it in this 
coffin, which was kind of gruesome at the time, you know. So me and Glen, we 
spent two days on that, that was enough of that. So then you have to realize that 
all these ships that were sunk, talking about thousands of people, say 1500 off of 
each battleship, and off- would say six battleships were no longer livable, so you 
had thousands of people wandering around with no home, including myself. 
(29:14) So in peace time, or in war time, they have about a third more 
accompaniment aboard ship than they have in peace time, because your on four 
on, four off watches, and you're manning the guns 24-hours a day, so what they 


would do, they would call out and say, “We need two second-class seamen on the 
destroyer Jarvis,” or, “We need an electrician on the cruiser Honolulu.” It was 
just like that, and you had your pick of ships. You could go on any ship you 
wanted to. So Glen and I were walking down the dock, and we were going to go 
on the destroyer Jarvis, which incidentally was sunk later on in the war with 
almost all hands, the Jarvis did. (29:54) But before we got to the Jarvis, well 
fortunately for us they had the one officer off the Utah was walking down the 
dock, and he asked us where we were going. I said we were going to go aboard 
the Jarvis. And he says, “No. You walk down this dock, and you pick out the 
biggest ship you can find with the most guns, and that's the ship you want to go 
on.” Heh, well thought about us not having any guns on the Utah, pick one out 
that has the biggest guns. We walked down the dock and there's the cruiser 
Honolulu sitting there, 15 6-inch guns, 8 5-inch guns, all kind of machine guns, 
boy I thought that's the ship for us. So we walked up the gang plank and asked 
for permission to come ashore. (Salutes) Come ashore, and that was it. So I spent 
three years on her, on the cruiser Honolulu, (30:42) 


Chuck stops him. 


END OF TAPE 


